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Note: All photos and images produced by author unless otherwise noted

OUR AMERICAN LAND, TOO, IS AN ARTIFACT...THE AMERICAN ARTIFACT INCARNATES
HISTORY ENORMOUSLY. IT SPEAKS, INCESSANTLY BABBLING MYTH.

WE SHOULD LEARN THE LANDSCAPE’S LANGUAGE.

HENRY GLASSIE, “THE ARTIFACT’S PLACE IN AMERICAN STUDIES”
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THE PRELUDE

Notes
1. “Landscape is a space on the surface of the earth; intuitively we know that it is a space with a degree of
permanence, with its own distinct character, either topographical or cultural, and above all a space shared by a
group of people.”
John Brinckerhoff Jackson, Discovering the Vernacular Landscape (New
2. Brad Cloepfil, Allied Works Architecture/Brad Cloepfil: Occupation
(New York: Gregory R. Miller & Co., 2011), 44.

Haven: Yale UP, 1984), 5.

ONE CAN NOT IGNORE THE FEELINGS that they have when
surrounded by the natural environment and are immersed in the land.
I have been deeply moved and emotionally connected more times by
forms that I have come across in the landscape 1, than I have ever
been by the buildings I encounter and interact with everyday. For one
who intends to position themselves in the field of architecture, this
is a tragic realization. From the conception of this thesis, which will
be outlined in this book, an interest immediately arose to investigate,
extract, and understand the qualities of the landscape. To interpret
the landscape, one must first understand that there is a narrative
constantly being played out in the form of event and result. It is within
these stories that architecture can regain a more rich significance.
Through the studying of natural processes which force the shape of
our environment, lies a potential to utilize techniques for making and
experiencing architecture. These processes can lead to discoveries of
materiality and connection of landscape back into building on both a
physical level and personally emotional level.
This thesis seeks to focus its study on geological processes in nature as a
tool to both make and read the landscape as if it were a novel; to uncover
its myths and to allow the viewer to interpret its past. As Brad Cloepfil of
the architecture practice Allied Works has stated, “A landscape that took
some ten million years to form, millions of years before the appearance
of man, is thereby nudged toward that most unique of human capacities;
language.”2 I claim that by extending the definition of making, earth
driven processes can be used as tools to study, control, and discover our
relationship between the landscape and form. In a process that combines
the disciplines of architecture, archeology, and geology, a more rich
and spiritual dialogue can be had within a context. Experimenting with
modes of making, using one’s own intuition in the process, and allowing
for the freedom of discovery will yield a design method that has the
potential to deepen our connection to the environment.
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Notes
3. Matthew Potteiger and Jamie Purinton, Landscape Narratives: Design Practices for Telling Stories
(New York: J. Wiley, 1998), ix - 27.

Landscapes offer the most genuine stories of event because they
are products of time. I would like to frame my investigation as
an extension to the questions addressed by Matthew Potteiger
and Jamie Purinton; inquisitions of their own yearning in the
translation of the role landscape plays as narrative. What are the
differences between spatial/visual/ecological narratives and those
in written or verbal form? Rather than being something added
to the landscapes, how are narratives implicit in the materials,
experiences, and processes of landscape? What degree of control
does the designer have over the reading? What is the role of the
reader/ participant in the constructing of the meaning of a story?3
The exploration and experimentation of this continuing
investigation is entirely framed by processes and techniques of
making based upon discovery. This thesis intends to approach
design through the use of various materials, natural and
haptic methods, and intuitive driven decision making. These
are categorized under storytelling, processes, making, and
projecting. Garnering inspiration from the landscape of Glacier
National Park in Montana and from the gorges and waterfalls
of Western New York, natural formulations of geology, such as
glaciation, stratification, deposition, and erosion were studied as
methodologies to rethink the form of landscape and as readings to
make tangible the history of a landscape. These natural processes
were then contrasted with the man-made techniques of carving,
slicing, and excavating. By paralleling sites of natural formation
with ones similar in form produced by man-made interventions,
such as archeological digging and rock quarrying, one discovers
the tension between the organic and the geometric. This powerful
middle ground can be harnessed as a process or tool for making
in the landscape. One which is constantly seeking a negotiation
between the random and the controlled.
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THE STORYTELLING

CONTEXT AS NARRATION

ONE WORD AFTER ANOTHER IN A SENTENCE
ONE EVENT AFTER ANOTHER IN A STORY

PROCESS AND MAKING TO REVEAL A STORY
WITHIN THE LANDSCAPE

NARRATIVE EXPERIENCE
RITUAL OR EVENT THAT FOLLOWS A
NARRATIVE STRUCTURE: PROCESSION,
PILGRIMAGE, JOURNEY, CROSSING THE
THRESHOLD

INTERPRETIVE

ONE ELEMENT AFTER ANOTHER IN LANDSCAPE

SETTING AND TOPO
SETTING IS THE PROMINENT OR
BACKGROUND CIRCUMSTANCE
OF A NARRATIVE. TOPOS ARE
CONVENTIONALIZED SETTINGS LINKED
WITH PARTICULAR EVENTS IN A
CULTURE’S NARRATIVE.

ELEMENTS AND PROGRAMS THAT TELL
WHAT HAPPENED IN A PLACE, MAKING
ONGOING NARRATIVES INTELLIGIBLE

MEMORY
PLACE AS A TANGIBLE LOCUS OF
MEMORY THROUGH REMEMBERING
AND ASSOCIATING: MONUMENT,
MUSEUM, PRESERVED BUILDINGS OR
REGIONS

STORY

CONTENT

EVENT - ACTION

CHARACTERS

EXPRESSION

FILM - PHOTO

NARRATION

PROCESS
AGENCY WHICH PRODUCES VISIBLE
RECORDS OF CHANGE THROUGH
INSCRIBED TIME: WIND, WATER,
ECONOMICS, EROSION, GROWTH,
WEATHERING

SETTING

PERFORMANCE

LANDSCAPE - SITE

Notes: Matthew Potteiger and Jamie Purinton, Landscape Narratives
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THE STORYTELLING

THERE IS STORY IN LANDSCAPE - A PHENOMENOLOGY HIDDEN WITHIN CONTEXT.

THE FOLLOWING ARE REFLECTIONS OF STORY THROUGH THE LENS OF THE NATURAL.
ABSTRACTIONS BOUND ONLY BY THE LIMITS OF PERSONAL INTUITION.

A violent wind blew and clouds were black as night, the pitch black of the cloud dimmed the
shine of lighting. It was an ocean hung up in the air, torn at places but few drops had fallen.
- Muhammad Iqbal

RECONFIGURATION OF WATER AND TREE
Collage, Slice, Reposition, Extract, Scratch
Chipboard, Ink, Watercolor, Charcoal, Graphite, Paper

1:6

“Most of all one discovers that the soil does not stay the same, but, like anything alive, is
always changing and telling its own story. Soil is the substance of transformation.”
- Carol Williams

THE STORYTELLING

Six major fires burned more than 135,000 acres of forest in Glacier National park in the
summer of 2003. This is roughly 13% of glacier’s total area (including bare rock, water, ice,
and snow). 500-Foot flames raging into the night sky on the shores of Lake Mcdonald. Fire
blazing on swift current pass, endangering the ecology of the glacier valley. On the afternoon
of July 23, charred pine bark larger than a texas license plate came pin wheeling down into
the glacier parking lot, followed by burned out sticks larger than your thumb’s diameter.
- The Inside Trail, Fall 2003

THE JOURNEY OF SOIL
Mud Across White Board - Segments Extracted
Mud, Mat Board, Charcoal, Corkboard, Pen, Watercolor

THE PICTURESQUE vs FIRE - LENS OF SEDIMENTATION
Chipboard, Ink, Watercolor, Charcoal, Leaf, Flame
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CASE STUDIES

Maryhill Overlook - Allied Works - Washington State
The Overlook can be viewed as an example of how design may serve as a tool for reading a
context. Located amongst an enormous landscape much greater than itself, the single slab
structure weaves itself towards the edge of a cliff. Programless and purposeless, the Overlook
blurs the line between sculpture and architecture; its existence persists through experience.
Without a viewer or the land it is nothing, but when both come together the phenomenological
senses inhibited by the landscape are triggered. The volume opens and closes views and slits
respond to the atmospheric conditions of light, becoming a marker of time.
Photos by Allied Works
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THE STORYTELLING

Truffle House - Ensamble Estudio - Spain

Bruder Klaus Field Chapel - Peter Zumthor - Germany

The House is conceived through story and process. Imagined as a truffle itself, built with
nature, earth and air. Beginning with a form work of hay bails and soil, concrete was poured
over to generate a solid mass. As the story goes, a cow named Paulina was brought in to
eat the hay away, overtime revealing space through the subtraction of the natural material.
The project serves as an exemplary balance between control and natural process. Though a
framework served as a starting point, the project’s success is revealed in the unanticipated
moments of discovery found in its rough form, resulting from the process.

“To me, buildings can have a beautiful silence that I associate with attributes such as composure,
self-evidence, durability, presence, and integrity, and with warmth and sensuousness as well;
a building that is being itself, being a building, not representing anything, just being.” - P.Z.

Photos taken by Ensamble Estudio

Photo taken by Samuel Ludwig

The Chapel is a reminder of what architecture can be when you throw academic and political
issues aside and revert to the beauty of making. In its truest form, architecture results from a
process and an understanding of material and environment, its something deeply personal.
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THE PROCESSES

In the pursuit of seeking answers on how landscape may reveal its story,
one must confront the notion of time; though time itself is no more than
a word. Process is what defines time. Process, meaning advancement or
progress, is constantly shaping the environment around us and is what
makes us aware of time.
Process is defined by Britannica Encyclopedia in the following order:
A: a natural phenomenon marked by gradual changes that lead toward
a particular result <the process of growth> a continuing natural or
biological activity or function <such life processes as breathing>

ON PROCESS

B: a series of actions or operations conducing to an end; especially: a
continuous operation or treatment especially in manufacture
What is fascinating about this definition is that it implies process is
either a completely natural phenomena with out any sort of control or
it series of carefully manufactured operations functioning entirely under
a predefined framework. Where lies the middle ground between nature
and control? May this finding lead to a more harmonized relationship
between man and nature through the lens of design? The following pages
in this chapter compare and define the processes of natural causes in
the landscape and those performed through man made techniques in
the hope that process is understood as how a particular site came to be,
with mutual formation of landscape and perceiving self. The processes
that will be explored are operations of geological discourse and seek to
discover and reveal the language that is encapsulated within nature.
Story and time are deeply rooted in the geology of landscape, and as
material can be traced back to the most primitive forms of architecture.
By studying processes in nature there is an opportunity to approach
design in an opportunistic way that frees itself from control and to rethink
how form and inhabiting of space can be conceived.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS: NATURAL PROCESS

Glaciation:
Alteration of any part of the earth’s surface by passage of a glacier, chiefly by glacial erosion
or deposition.

Deposition:

THE PROCESSES OF GEOLOGY IN NATURAL LANDSCAPES

Geological process by which sediments, soil, and rocks are added to a landform or land mass.
Fluids such as wind and water, as well as sediment flowing via gravity, transport previously
eroded sediment, which, at the loss of enough kinetic energy in the fluid, is deposited, building
up layers of sediment.

Sedimentation:
Result of the tendency for particles in suspension to settle out of the fluid in which they are
entrained, and come to rest against a barrier.

Erosion:
The process by which soil and rock are removed from the Earth’s surface by exogenetic
processes such as wind or water flow, and then transported and deposited in other locations.

Definitions from Wikipedia.org
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THE PROCESSES
Notes:

GLACIER NATIONAL PARK : MONTANA : UNITED STATES

Figure 1: Process of Glaciation at
Sperry Glacier in Montana

Glacier national park, located in the extreme northwest of Montana, is chosen as an initial
contextual study for its processes of historic natural event. The park is situated within the
continental divide and split between fault lines and natural thrusts. Erosion, glaciation, and
deposition have carved an incredible topographic landscape containing the centerpiece of the
continental ecosystem. Landscape is a constant change of scenery between two sub ranges
of the rocky mountains and over 130 lakes.

Figure 2: Diagram showing
process of glacial carving/ melting
in creating landscape
Figure 3: Elevation Perspective of
Glacier National Park Landscape
Raup, Omer B. “Geology along
Going-to-the-Sun Road”

The story of geology at glacier park is a saga of ongoing processes and events that started during
the early history of the earth. The narrative unfolds in the framework of a vast, comprehensive
geologic time. The majority of landscape in the park is the result of sedimentary formation of
the proterozoic age, 800 million years ago, deposited into an ancient sea.
Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3
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ITHACA, CHITTENANGO, BUTTERMILK FALLS: NEW YORK : UNITED STATES
Utilizing the surrounding landscapes outside of Syracuse, sites of gorges, falls, and geologic
shifting were chosen to be explored and studied first hand. The processes which have created
these places over hundreds of thousands of years have a profound affect on the human
spirit when one is surround by their environment. The discovery at these sites are endless.
Time comes together at once and suddenly one is encompassed by something much greater
himself, the forces of nature.
Spending time and journeying through nature, has allowed me to collect and study geological
artifacts and forms, true data to be used as design inspiration, both tangible and emotional.
The way water collects on the face of a slate of stone. The way the eroding of sediment
collects on the ground. Or the way a single mineral of mica glistens amongst the ruble.

Above: Chittenango Falls

Top Right: Chittenango Trail

Right: Cliff near Cazenovia
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Top: Shale Wall Buttermilk Falls

THE PROCESSES

Bottom: Chittenango Falls

Top Right: Ithaca Falls Detail

Right: Ithaca Falls Geology
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SITE PHOTO COLLAGES

THE PROCESSES

SITE REPRESENTATION (CHITTENANGO FALLS) - STORY OF LANDSCAPE REVEALED
Ink, Watercolor, Clay, Stone, Leaf, Bark
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS: MAN-MADE PROCESS

Carving:
The act of using tools to shape something from a material by scraping away portions of that
material. The technique can be applied to any material that is solid enough to hold a form
even when pieces have been removed from it.

Excavation:
THE PROCESSES OF GEOLOGY IN MAN-MADE LANDSCAPES

To form a cavity or the act of removing. Excavation is the exposure, processing and recording
of remains. An excavation site or “dig” is a site being studied.

Dewatering:
The removal of water from solid material or soil by wet classification, centrifugation, filtration,
or similar solid-liquid separation processes, such as removal of residual liquid from a filter
cake by a filter press as part of various industrial processes.

Quarry:
A type of open-pit mine from which rock or minerals are extracted. Quarries are generally used
for extracting building materials, such as dimension stone, construction aggregate, riprap,
sand, and gravel. They are often collocated with concrete and asphalt plants due to the
requirement for large amounts of aggregate in those materials.

Definitions from Wikipedia.org
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PRIMITIVE FORMS OF ROCK CUT ARCHITECTURE
Rock cut architecture is an ancient process in the creation of form, space and facade into
naturally occurring solid rock embedded in the landscape. The process is comparable to
natural structures found in geology such as caves and canyons. Often the intentions of these
structures have little to do with nature and strive to replicate traditional forms of architecture
through subtractive measures opposed to the traditional, additive building block construction.

Above: New Mexico Cliff Dwellings

Top Right: Petra Tomb Bottom

Right: Step Wells India
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STONE CRUSHER, JAMESVILLE, AND ORISKANY FALLS QUARRY
To counter the exploration of extreme naturally processed landscapes, three rock quarries
around Syracuse were chosen to be studied for their characteristic of exposed of geology,
which have been left revealed through controlled manufactured techniques. Again a story is
constructed through the process which formed these sites, but this time factoring in conditions
of control. Every carve into the landscape had a direct meaning, a certain stone was desirable
at a certain scale and the limitations of technology and machinery would dictate the final
formation of the landscape. Pragmatic human decisions are what dictated the makeup of
these landscapes yet similarities can be found in forms of nature.

Above: Old Stone Crusher, Syracuse

Top Right: Broken Stone at Quarry

Right: Old Jamesville Rock Quarry
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Top: Map Oriskany Falls Quarry

THE PROCESSES

Bottom: Oriskany Falls Gravel Mound

Oriskany Falls Site Collage
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Process of dragline excavation - “The Art of Earth Moving”

THE PROCESSES

Images from “Architecture of the Earth”
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THE MAKING

This thesis claims to address making as the primary mode of
approaching the design process. Too often in the academic
and professional setting of architecture are we bound the
constraints of programmatic concerns, theoretical agendas,
and political and environmental issues in society. The
architect is forced to take on so many roles, follow so many
regulations and constraints that we have reached an era in
American architecture where we have settled on the banal to
define the structural fabric of our culture.
The idea set forth is that through making and through the
process of just doing, experimenting, and exploring, the
imagery and documentation extracted from the process can
serve as a much more valuable form of data and research for
the foundation of design. The following experiments seek to
use graphic and making as a way to experience site with an
open mind, triggering senses and revealing a story. Personal
responses in the process of making serve as a stronger form
of quantitative data collection because an opportunity arises
to discover something new, to accept forms of natural forces,
and look at every design move as its own organic entity.
Each experiment of making attempts to operate between
control and freedom. Though the framework and makeup
for each can be imagined at first, much of the outcome is
based upon the unanticipated, intuition, and natural causes.
The processes range from studies of form through carving,
erosion, subtraction, stratification, layering, melting, mixing,
and slicing. The experiments are all grounded in the realm of
landscape, often using artifacts found in nature and focusing
on the relationship between the tectonics of material, the tool
applied, and the work’s spatial values.
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LANDSCAPE SECTION CASTS - ARTIFACTS FOUND
Concrete, Plaster, Ink, Paint, Mud, Powder
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THE MAKING

GLACIATION - ICE EROSION
Concrete, Icicles, Black Ink
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STRATIFICATION REVEALED
Concrete, Plaster, Mortar, Dye, Landscape Artifacts

3:10

THE MAKING

STRATIFICATION REVEALED
Concrete, Plaster, Mortar, Dye, Landscape Artifacts
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THE MAKING

STRATIFICATION REVEALED
Concrete, Plaster, Mortar, Dye, Landscape Artifacts
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EROSION STUDY - HAPTIC AND NATURAL
Plaster, Ink, Sand, Stone
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TOOLS OF MAKING
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CARVING PROCESS - 1) GRINDING 2) CHISELING 3) CRACKING
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LANDSCAPE THROUGH SUBTRACTION
Plaster, Rockite, Balloons
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LANDSCAPE THROUGH SUBTRACTION
Plaster, Rockite, Balloons
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GEOLOGICAL DOCUMENTATION - NATURAL RELIEF
Pencil, Charcoal
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LANDSCAPE SECTION CASTS - ARTIFACTS FOUND
Concrete, Plaster, Ink, Paint, Mud, Powder
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LANDSCAPE SECTION CASTS - ARTIFACTS FOUND
Concrete, Plaster, Ink, Paint, Mud, Powder
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THEORY OF TRANSFORMATIONS
The question arises of how the tensions of control and natural causes can be played out. Theories
of transformation and transfiguration suggest that through the establishment of mathematical
processes as a starting point of control, the giving way to natural shifting and manipulation
of the formula can dictate a disciplined “organic” form. Descriptive and analytical studies
of objects such as rocks, topographies, and landscapes can be defined through narration,
observation, and math. The following studies take the topographical conditions of Chittenango
falls and apply the frameworks for transformation, yet each result is shaped by natural forces.
These studies can be classified grid deformation, grid reconfiguration, subtractive carving,
pushing and pulling, and patterned distortion.

THE PROJECTIONS

4:3

THE PROJECTIONS

4:4

THE PROJECTIONS
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The following are experiments using collected zoomed in imagery of the making outlined in the
last chapter. To project form, scale, and use to the documentation, images are photomerged
and placed in situation and context.

THE PROJECTIONS
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Utilizing the given conditions
of a site (topography, view,
and geology) processes of
carving and scraping of earth
are explored for the potential
to situate formal design
decisions and program into
the landscape. The following
images describe a journey
along a knoll which small
pieces of program such as
a bike shelter, shuttle stop,
and showers are inserted
into the land along the way.
As one passes along the trail
geology is uncovered and as
the path terminates a central
view of the vast landscape is
suddenly revealed.

THE PROJECTIONS
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Approach to found object in field and plunge into geology. Sense of darkness and

Experimentation of a natural landscape contrasted with a constructed

texture enhanced slits of light projected onto the rough cut wall of earth. To understand

landscape.

geology one must be in geology.

Beardsley, John. Earthworks and Beyond: Contemporary Art in the Landscape. New York: Abbeville,
1984.
Bearsley offers a thorough historical background to the rise of the land art movement in the 1960’s
through the lens of artists such as Michael Heizer, Robert Smithson, Walter De Maria, and Robert Morris.

Cloepfil, Brad. Allied Works Architecture/Brad Cloepfil: Occupation. New York: Gregory R. Miller & Co.,
2011.
Cloepfil addresses the significance of process and making through the understanding of landscape and
materials towards the outcome of design, detailing these ideas through his projects at Allied Works.

Corner, James, and Alex S. MacLean. Taking Measures across the American Landscape. New Haven:
Yale UP, 1996
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York: Wiley-Interscience, 1972.
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